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rule are possible. A phenomenon called "conversational fission®
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allocating multiple aker and multiple listener roles. This pattern
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gsituation is either repaired by one or more sfeakern becoming silent,
or becomas two or more simultaneous conversations. This initial
gsimultaneous talk may be an invitation to fission and may also
involve a search by the simultaneous speakers for an available
subgroup of listemers. The dyadic turan-taking model should be revised
to account for turns taken s -ultaneousli in non dyadic
conversations, a multi systemic interaction pattern. This pattern
also argues against the assumption of verbal hegemony in interaction
with the related consideration that the right to speak is inherently
limited rather than interactionally controlled and negotiated.
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This trief note 15 based on continuing research on pattorss of mon-
dyadic ture-taking which are discussed in & lengthier, unpudl ished report
(Stgman, 1980). The phenomenon I wish to describe {s “conversational
tission,” which is defined as the reorganization of a conversation
regulated by a one-person-at-a-tise turn-taking rule into ose charecterized
by the emplosment of mwitiple turn-exchange systems. Fission is said to
occur when a conversation fmvolving at least four participatns “bresks
down” momeatarily, 1.e., the one-person-one-turs formt fs relinquished
and tw (or more) subcomversations trasspire. Sacks, et al. suggest the
term "schism® for & process similar to the one described herefn. “There
are mchanisms for the schism of one conversatfoa fnte more than one con-
versation. These mechanisms can opevate when at Teast four parties are
present, since ther there are encugh parties for two conversations. WNith
four parties, then, schism is a systemstic possiditity” (1974: 713).

The findings of the present resesrch suggest that. indeed, in inter-
sctions with at least four speaker/hearers, 8lternatives to the one-turn-
at-a-time rule for structuring coaversations are possidble. These data thus
extend current thinking on the organizatioml features of interaction,
specifically by arguing against the application of dyadic research to
multi-participant conversation (cf. Duncan, 1972; Sacks, et gl. 1974;
Wiemann and Knapp, 1975).

Nost previous resesrch hes fmplied or sssumed that the one-turn
structure is unfversally normaitve. Ouncan writes, for example: “Just as
it s desiradble to avoid bumping into people on the street, it is desir-
able to avoid in conversations an inordinate amount of simultaneocus talk.
Beyond consideratfons of etiquette 1t is difffcult to saintain adeguate
mutus! conprehensibility whea participants in a conversation are talking
at the same ttae™ (1972: 283). This suggestion is echoed in the turn-
taking research of Sacks, et al. (1974) and of Wiemann and Knapp (1975).
sacks and his collesgues write that interrwtions are violations and
require repafr mechanisms: *. . . If tw parties find themselves talking



&t the taae time one of tham will stop prematurely, thus repafring the
trouble” (1974: 701). Wiemans and Knapp nete that “the abseace of
sinultancsus turns (f.¢., BOth participonts fn the conversation clataing
the spesking turs at the sase time) during the eachenge of spesking rotes
fs considared a successful exchange® (1975: 79).

Despite these swpgestions, this paper fndicates that fateractasts de
Mntge stauitancous talking turns threugh the appropriate fissfon behavior,
and that the allecation of multiple listener and muitiple spesker roles
my be an altermative to the sne-turn format otherwise avaflable to
participants.

1 will provide ane extended ssalysis and then a summry statement of
the research. The exsmple I am concermed with occurs Cw minutes into the
fateraction:*
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- 23
Savy:  ...the comference may come
off at Temple, 1t may

40
(yet), nobody knms
(laughter)
Thay sti1l don't know?

if

28
(hen will thay know?)

manmmsmmmummmﬁmm fnteraction of
4 six-mambor research 'rnucr on conversatfons follow these of
Gafl Jafferson. fmbers nrnmmmmicimu' visual
mmmammﬂ&ﬁcmntninnm-ﬂﬁ the verbal
transcript.
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Next wenk, they're goting to

bntw, mext woek, whether
they're ging to do ft or
not

>
0fd you hear Betty

17
got all the apolfcations
forms fn the meil?

=Again’
Yeah, | know { )
Yeah, & second sat

»

N [} ]
You'll prebably get them
8 fou more times
Yesh
tn, bt
thay don't know (whether
ft's going to happen
n
..

I'm going to kesp this

12 13

! 4
Tou mean the vhole confurencel

13
3
or just

The Tesple conference
(Tt I tmow)

e, o ( )

Yesh, but aren't

there mmmbers of the
grewp // participating?
19
u:h. but obviously if there s
no Temple conference, thee ....
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Eru Gazg Listing for Above

Staphen

1. off camera

2. to BarryMarsha/Betty

o from left to right. Yookl grouwp
. Sweep from ttor . ng out over

§. to Heward

Howsrd

}‘h ?" 1 ion of Barry

. in 2] direction /Marsha/Betty
12d, J::q: to teft, f.c., to Barry

13. to Stephen

Ken

16. off camera

17. to SarryMarsha/Betty

18. brief look to Howard, then back as in 17
19. to Howard/Stephen

Narsha

22. down at papers on her lap, then to Betty

23. to Barry

24. down at papers on her lap

26. briefly to Betty, then dmen at papers on her 1ap

Betty

:

at ber l8p

27.
8.
29.
'.;(1). of table in front of her, then down at her lap

;ses
3
A

Barry

to coffee table in front of him

to Marsha/Ken

down at table

to Howard/Stephen

As Marsha says "...got all the applications...,” Howerd interrupts with
“you mean the wmole conference?”. From this point on, as indicated by the
transcription cunvention of the double columms, there are two subconversa-

tions sfmul tamously constructed.

R=88

In this example, & trancition-relevance poin®, the point fn conversatfon
fn which spese, ~hanges occur, is presumadly reached after Barry's second

-~

turn at talk. 1 have fndicated ** ‘s with a single star sbove. At this
potnt, two individuals (Morsha and Howerd) self-select and begin to vie for
the one right to speak. Barry has finfshed speaking, snd is 100king at
Mersha during the completion of his turn (continuatfon of point 40). His
turn at this moment is a response to 8 quastion just asked by Marsha:

“Whon will thay know?™ Based on Barry’s visual orientation (cf. Duncan,
1972) and the fact that he Aas just followed wp & question specifically
fnitiated by Marsha for Mm, w might say that Marsha Mas now been yielded
(or returmed) the speaking tura by Barry. Howewer, Sorry does not vertally
select Marshe to hold the floor next, and Marsha's statement {nftistes a
topic diffevent from Barry's. For these ressons, Karshe may be considered
efther a self-selector or an “other’-selected by Barvy. In any case, she
and Howard begin the construction of their respective turns at approxfmately
the same time (Howard comes fn aboxt & second later).

Sacks and his co-workers (1974) suggest that, given the possibility of
such simultansous self-selactions. there must be repair pechanisms to
rectify one possible negative eutcomg of this, i.e., prolonged s’ (- sgous
talk by the self-starters, These writers therefore suggest that . - [taneocus
turns may be resolved when one of the speakers falls prematuraly silest,
f.e., does not complete the talk of his/der turn. They write: *. . . The
basfc device for repairing ‘more than one at a time' fsvolves 8 procedwre
which is ftself otherwise violative in turn-taking terws, mamely stopping
a turn before its possible completion pofnt . . .* (1974: 724). In
previous research, I have noted that the simultaneous spetker who recefves
n0 visual contact from the other participants carries out this repair work,
t.e., falls stient or premeturely terminates his/her turn (Sigmen, 1978).
This visual (and postural) orientation does not yield a turn, rather {t
designates or specifies a next speaker. [t should be noted, however, that
this repafr mechanise does not seem to be emploved by either Howard or
Marsha, or the others co-preseat. Instead, & state of simultancous talk by
the two indfviduals s fnitiated, and, orce fnftiated, it is contributed
to with verbalizations by the other participaats (Betty and Barry with
Marsha, Stepher with Howard).

Entry into a state of fission may thus be seen as an slternative to the
repatr mechanise described by Sacks for the situation of two simul taneous
self-selectors. In the above example, two individuals simultaneousty start
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the construction of & tare. Rather than cse of the speskars fallfag silent,
both continue their turws and are qvantually respended to by those ssswming
the role of listemer (muitiple turn-desigmation). Let us see how fissfon

is acoamplished in more detafl.

Narsha has begun to ask her question just sfter Berry's twe. Barry
and Marshe are postwrally orientad to each other, and, as neted above. it
appesrs as 1f Barry has yieldad his previous twm to Marsha, At this time
atso, Sarry, Betty, Ken and Staphen are 2150 orfeated vismally to Narsha
(on the eye gaze chart, numbers 2, 17, 28, and 40). At the beginaing of Ris
santence, “You maan the whole confevence. . .1%, Nomard's face appasrs 0 be
in the diraction sommbere betwsen Burry sad Marshe: famediately after
“mpan” ha moves 1t s1ightly to Ms laft, in the direction of Barry (number
120). Marsha's statement s directed primsrily at Sarry. towerd also
appears to be trying to gain the attentfoa of this famedistely preceding
turn-possessor. Noward's statamant is, in fact, & requast for clarification
based on Barry's previous turn. BSarry reming viswally orfeatad to Marshe
during MHouard‘'s faterruption. Imstead of falling silent, h(Caver, Howerd
directs his eye gaze sy from Barry and toward the participant to his
fmsadiate right (masber 13). In then saying “or just,” Noward towers his
voice and seems to project his voice in the direction of Stephen (as opposed
to the larger group). Stephon moves his left shoulder closer to Howard,
Also, on the eye gaze chart, Staphon and Howmrd establish reciprocal viswal
contact at atmost the same time, 1.e., at points 3 and 13, respectively.
Stephen follows up on the topic fnftiated by Howard, "leaving” the topic
being discussed by Marsha and Betty. Stephen first offers s clarification
to Howard (f.e., ft 1s the Temple conference being referred to) and then
the two of them continue with the talk topics sustained by Howerd's ques-
tions. As the eye gaze chart indfcates, Howard maintaing visual position
no. 3 (visusl direction to Stephea) throughout thefr talk: Stephen looks
briefly to the entire group at mo. 4, but otherwise maintains fairly
constant eye direction to Howard (numbers 3 and §).

it can be seen that stmul anefty of talk is a mecessary but not suffi-
cient condition in the process of successful vission. In sddition to
sisultancous speech, both simultaneous speskers must be provided with an
sudfence, 1.e.. each must recefve a tura-designation signal. 1 will dis-
cuss each of thase various points in tuen.

In the sbove example, the formation of the two subconversations results
when simultanecus tura-requesting (or self-selection) is met by msitiple
turn-designetion. [a contrest with this sieultonpeus or fapodigte fission,
there are also instances of what can be consfdored gradusl fissioe. This
sacond type of fissien accurs when, within the larger greup, a ssaller seb-
roup comprising two (or more) speskers is formed for sewvers] seconds,
f.e., tw or move participants are visutlly and posturelly erfented caly to
each other over an extended time during the interaction, and thaa a second
subgroup forms. That 15, an “owtsider® to this first group rmy sttempt
(1) to join this subgrewp, or (2) to engoge & fullow “outsider” in talk, or
(3) to form another brosk-sway growp with a subgrowp “insider.” Fissfon
results vhenever this outsider establishes & state of talk with at least
one other, while some of the members of the first subgroup remeis talking.
The progression in this case s that of one subgrow of the larger cowerss-
tion gredually follewed by another.

The initial siauitanfety of tolk estadlishes an inyitation to fisston.
In the example, the question posed by Nomsrd serves to invite at least ome
other participant to join Rim in talk. [nitially, Howard does mot appeer to
be & “ratifiad” spesker for any of the other participants - Barey (the
previcus tern-possessor) s posturslly orfeated to Marsha, and all others
are visually orfontod to her as wall. [ would suggest that complete fission
results once Staphen has orteated to Noward and has provided some ture-
desteaation signal, 1.2., has accepted Noward as speaker. Prior to this,
Noward is & spesker “in search of an auditor.” Stephen provides ratification
or acceptance by: (1) directing visual origntation amay from Marshs and
others, and in the direction of Howerd: (2) posturslly reorienting with
Noward; and (3) providiag a statament which clarifies the question deing
asked, and, at the tame time, indicates that the guestion fs Deing attended.
At a minfoun, acceptance of fission requires bodily orfentation to the
simul tancous speaker and may mot require substastive talk.

Part of the inwvitation to figssion may fnwolve a search by the simul-
taneous spaake: : for the availability of 1isteners. There is an indication
with this that one’s turn s being constructed, not for the entire growp,
but for a subgroup. Even the speaker whe 1s interrupted msy check to see if
he/she 15 being attended. This may fwolve postural and visual shifting
and & aodification of voice Tvels to accommodate other speakers, In
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addition, ome finds a series of false starts -ﬁi mm recefves 2
turn-dosignation. That fs. speakers stammer threugh the first syllables of
their utterances wiiie searching for potential 1isteners.

The teatative dehevior anfts and functions associated with fission may
be ‘usmarized in the following maneer:

A. SINKTAEITY OF TALK (“INVITATION")
1. femediate fissten
2. siaultansous self-setection by two individwals
or
b. fntarruption of cuvrest spoaker (no existing subgrowp)

2. Gradual fission (in the case of & subset of interactions
engaged oaly with each other -~ “imsiders” -- to the
spparent exclusfon of remining group .ombers --
“outsiders")

2. current spasker interrupled By outsider dirgcting
uttersace to amather owtsider

b. currest speaker interrwpted by outsider directing
utteraace to an insider
B. SEARCH FOR LISTERNER AVAILABILITY (OPTIONAL)
Some or a1l of the simultangous spaskers (.e., not only the
fnterruptor) will attexpt to meke visual contact and/er gain
postural orientation with non-speskers.
€. VOICE LEVEL FLUCTUATIONS (OPTIONAL)
1. The interruptor may attempt to gain attention by raisiag/
Towering volume
and/or
2. The iaterruptaed may accamodate to the voice level of the
other simultansous speaker(s)
D. ACCEPTANCE
The listener(s) will signal availability of additiomel “floors®
(turn-designate) and acknowledge the fission favitatfon by any
combination of the followina:
1. orteating visual/posturally to one of the simultaneous

speakers

iV

2. verbally coatributing to the topic imitiated by the ture
of one of the simu]tancous speakers

3. virtally (vecally) indicating that the simultamgous
speaker should contiriee (e.g., wsing buffers)

In smmsry, this paper has demonstrated 2 prelimisery organizatien to
cosversationa) fission, and, fa 50 dofag, has toplied that dyadic ture-
taking models must be revised in order to take sccownt of turn stom]tamesusly
in men-dyadic conversations. Fissfon s an intoresting yot unesplored domein
for intarection scholars. Its appeal to interacticaists derives, ia part,
from the fact that fission 1S multi-systamic: the precesses by which
spesker/hesrers manoge multiple subconversations (and then wholly cerged
coaversations) fnvolves the study of the interdependencios of the ture-
taking system, topic meyotiation, sttereace functions, etc. Moreover, these
concepts argue against the a prioristic essumption of verbal hegesony in
interaction with the relatod consfdoration thot the right te speek i3
fnherently limitad rather than interactionslly controlled and magotiated.
further wrk is claerly callod for.
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